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The Rest after the Desert:
Ending Confessions

George S. Tate
Brigham Young University

A

ugustine, it seems, ends the Corifessions twice: the firsf time
neatly at the conclusion of Book 9; the second, problematically,
at the end of Book 13. The first ending is an autobiographical
ending, but what of the second? The structural and generic unity of
the Corifessions is a vexed issue, even though its coherence of theme is
increasingly recognized. If the work is unified, is it unified as autobiography? If (as I argue) Augustine had come to find the conversion
paradigm of his first ending to be unsatisfactory and had exploded
it by adopting a new and dangerous strategy in Book ro, he had
now launched himself into a precarious openendedness. He must find
a new ending.

A DISPLACED ENDING
How to conclude the narrative representation of the self remains
an inherent problem in autobiography. 1 Through what possible closure

1

This despite the suspicion of closure in postmodernist criticism. See, e.g.,
Michael Sprinker, "Fictions of the Self: The End of Autobiography," in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. James Olney, 321-42 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980). Sprinker does recognize a kind of circularity, if not
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can the self be made to stand complete? How can the self as narrator
have sufficient distance and perspective to represent the self as protagonist? Can these two selves be brought together into a wholeness?
Many autobiographical writers have dodged rather than solved this
problem. Some, like Cellini, who ends his work abruptly with the words
''And then I set off for Pisa," ignore the problem altogether. Others
delimit their range with subtitles or titles like "my early years," "the
war years," My Childhood on Funen, or The Education of Henry Adams
(the third person for distance, the "education" as temporal delimiter). Montaigne wrestles with this problem through the later editions
and Bordeaux copy of his essays as he "mortgages" himself to the
world as a continually updated (but not corrected, 3.9.941b) book. But
here again there is no closure. As his interest in self study gains
momentum, Montaigne abandons the perspective of death he had
artificially assumed in his prologue and declares that he will go on
composing himself in type, adding and adjusting ("j'adjouste") this
book, with which he is consubstantial (2.18.648c), "as long as there are
ink and paper in the world" (3 .9.922b). His aim is to reconcile the
passing of the self with its essence. 2
Death, as closure of the life to be represented, would of course be
the ideal perspective from which to view, assess, and represent the
totality of one's life. But for obvious reasons this ideal condition cannot be met in any literal sense. Pauline theology of conversion and
baptism does, however, allow the possibility of closure-the necessary
terminus to the life of the protagonist- in the symbolic death of the
Old Man, the former self. Such a scheme of radical severance, in which
a life is, as it were, cut in two, provides both closure and objective

closure: "Autobiography must return perpetually to the elusive center of selfhood buried in the unconscious, only to discover that it was already there when it
began. The origin and end of autobiography converge in the very act of writing"
(342).
2

Barry Lydgate, "Mortgaging One's Work to the World: Publication and Structure of Montaigne's Essais," PMLA 96 (1981): 2rn- 23.
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With Book ro, Augustine radically shifts his perspective. Many
readers, ancient and modern, have found this book unsettling. 5 The
sure knowledge and the privileged position of the narrating self in
the first nine books are immediately dissolved: "I shall know you, my
knower, I shall know you" (ro.r.r, emphasis added; Cognoscam te,
cognitor meus, cognoscam). 6 The narrator and protagonist are drawn
together; both move in time. There has indeed been a break; yet
there is continuity. The Old Man-the former self-asserts himself
again. Augustine is troubled by temptations and plagued by a sense -of
precariousness: "I do not know which temptations I can resist and
which I cannot" (ro.5.7; ego vero quibus temptationibus resistere
vale[a]m quibusve non valeam, nescio); "How often we fall" (ro.35.57;
quam saepe labamur); "It is one thing to rise quickly, another thing
not to fall" (ro.35.57; aliud est cito surgere, aliud est non cadere); "No
man should be sure whether one who can pass from worse to better,
might not also pass from better to worse" (ro.32.48; nemo securus esse
debet ... utrum qui fieri potuit ex deteriore melior non fiat etiam ex
meliore deterior); "Yet a little while there is light among men. Let
them walk, let them walk, lest the darkness overtake them" (ro.23.33
adhuc enim modicum lumen est in hominibus; ambulent, ambulent,
ne tenebrae comprehendant); "I am a burden to myself.... On which
side victory may rest I do not know" (ro.28.39; oneri mihi sum ..
ex qua parte stet victoria nescio).

5 See,

e.g., Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1969), 177: "This one book of the Confessions
would have taken Augustine's readers by surprise: whe~ it was read in Rome, for
instance, Pelagius was 'deeply annoyed' by its tone."
6 0r, "Let me know you, my knower; I shall know [you] as I am known." As
O'Donnell points out with reference to cognoscam, "the ambiguity of tense and mood
made possible by Latin verb forms is fruitful: perhaps more subjunctive in the first case,
more future indicative (as the scriptural echo suggests) in the second" ( Confessions, J:154
on 10.1.1).
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rr-13 AND THE QyESTION OF UNITY

As if this new perspective were not startling enough, at the beginning of Book rr Augustine embarks upon a commentary on Genesis
that comprises the final three books of the work. It is the structural
function of these last books (with which Book ro is sometimes joined)
that has most puzzled, and even exasperated, 7 readers of the work.
"What are the last four books doing there?" asks a recent editor. 8
Another scholar, inquiring whether the Confessions is a coherent work
at all, rather than "a series of disconnected fascicles," describes the
problem thus: "Why in the world is Book ro, with its meditation on
'memory' and its lengthy 'examination of conscience,' patched on to
the 'autobiographical' section represented by Books r to 9? And what
prompted Augustine then to veer off, in Books rr to 13, into that tortuous commentary on the first and second chapters of Genesis? ·It is
scarcely any wonder that more than one eminent scholar has concluded
that the search for some genuinely unifying thread holding these disparate pieces together was simply misguided, indeed, quixotically
futile." 9 The apparent disjuncture between books r-ro (or r-9) and
rr-13 has led many readers and some critics to ignore the last three
books altogether or to consider them an appendix to the autobiography
proper. A historian of autobiography, for example, ends his long

7

See, e.g., Max Zepf, Augustins Confessiones (Tiibingen: Mohr Verlag, 1926),
3: "Dazu kommt noch, daf. <las ganze Werk in zwei Teile zerfallt, die scheinbar gar nichts miteinander zu tun haben. Die Lebensbeschreibung der ersten
zehn Bucher wird plotzlich von einer trockenen Exegese des ersten Genesiskapitels abgelost. Wer hat sich da nicht unwillkiirlich kopfschiittelnd gefragt,
welchen Zweck Augustin mit dieser Verkoppelung so disparater Stoffe verfolgt haben
konne."
8
0'Donnell, Confessions, 1:xxiii.
9
Robert J. O 'Connell, S.J., Soundings in St. Augustine's Imagination (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1994), 69.

6
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discussion of the Confessions with a consideration of Book ro .10 Some
who do treat the last books nevertheless refer to the first ten as "the
biographical part" ("la partie biographique," "le recit biographique,"
"les neuf livres autobiographiques") 11 or speak of the "collapse of narrative" that marks the beginning of Book ro. 12 Several translations of
the text, from the eighteenth century forward, contain only books 1-10
or 1-9. There is not agreement as to whether the work is bi- or tripartite, or whether Book 10 belongs with books 1-9 or n-13 or constitutes the middle section of a three-part composition. Likewise,
no consensus has been reached among those who do consider books
n-13 important to the unity of the whole work, nor can the range
of their proposals be usefully grouped into schools or categories. 13

10

Georg Misch, A History of Autobiography in Antiquity, trans. E. W. Dickes
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), 2:625-67.
11
Pierre Courcelle, Recherches sur !es Confessions de saint Augustin (Paris:
E. de Boccard, r950; 2d ed., r968), passim.
12 Eugene Vance, "Augustine's Confessions and the Grammar ofSelfhood," Genre 6
(1973): 6.
13 Klaus Grotz surveys some twenty approaches to the question of unity (including
those by Courcelle, Knauer, Cayre, Duchrow, Kusch, Landsberg, O'Connell, Gibb
and Montgomery, Nygren, and Ratzinger) before arguing his own conclusion
('Warum bringt Augustin in den letzen Biichern seiner Conftssiones eine Auslegung
der Genesis?" D. Theol. diss ., Universitat Tiibingen, 1970). Proposed solutions to the
question of unity are also reviewed by Gennaro Luongo, "Autobiografia ed esegesi
biblica nelli Conftssioni <lei Agostino," La parola def passato 167 (1976): 286-94,
296-99. Not treated by Grotz or Luongo are O'Connell, Soundings; Vance,
"Grammar of Selfhood"; John C. Cooper, 'Why Did Augustine Write Books XI-XIII
of the Confessions?" Augustine Studies 2 (1971): 37-46; Reinhart Herzog, "Non in sua
voce: Augustins Gesprach mit Gott in den Conftssiones: Voraussetzungen und
Folgen," in Das Gespriich, ed. Karlheinz Stierle and Rainer Warning, 213-50 (Munich:
Fink Verlag, 1984); Robert McMahon, Augustine's Prayerful Ascent: An Essay on
the Literary Form of the Confessions (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1989);
E. Feldmann, "Noch einmal: Die Conftssiones des Augustinus und ihre Einheit:
Reflexionen zu ihrer Komposition," Studia Patristica 18, no. 4 (1990): 64-70;
C . J. Starres, "The Unity of the Confessions," Studia Patristica 18, no. 4 (1990): 105-rr;
and Brian Stock, Augustine the Reader: Meditation, Self-Knowledge, and the Ethics
ofInterpretation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 208-12.
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The state of the question is further complicated in that some critics
come to the Confessions as students of Augustine, others as students of
autobiography. 14
Augustine's own statements about the Confessions leave somewhat
open the question of unity. Late in his life he looked back over his
works and, in his Retractiones, catalogued them in chronological order,
characterizing each briefly and making occasional corrections. As he
begins to describe the Confessions, he implies that the work is autobiographically unified, that all thirteen books have to do with Augustine
himself: "The thirteen books of my Confessions praise, out of what is
good and evil in me, the good and righteous God" [Confessionum
mearum libri tredecim et de malis et de bonis meis deum laudant iustum et bonum]. 15 But he continues: "The first to the tenth books are
written concerning me, the further three concerning holy scripture,
from the point where it is written: 'In the beginning God created
heaven and earth' until the sabbath rest" [A primo ad decimum de me
scripti sunt, in tribus ceteris de scripturis sanctis ab eo, quod scriptum
est: 'In principio fecit deus caelum et terram' usque ad sabbati requiem].
This seems to imply that Augustine considered only books r-ro to be
autobiographical. Nevertheless, that all thirteen books have to do
directly with Augustine is again suggested in a letter, written in the last
year of his life, to Count Darius, an imperial agent who had flattered
Augustine in a note. Wary of the praise, yet pleased, Augustine replied,
sending Darius a copy of the Confessions: "In these behold me, that you
may not praise me beyond what I am; in these believe what is said of

14

See, e.g., Spengemann, The Forms of Autobiography, 1-33; Rothfield, "Autobiography and Perspective"; James Olney, Metaphors of Self: The M eaning of
Autobiography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), 44-45; Cyrus Hamlin,
"The Conscience of Narrative: Toward a Hermeneutics of Transce_ndence," New
Literary History 13 (1982): 205-30, esp. 217-27; Lawrence Byrne, 'Writing God's Story:
Self and Narrative Structure in Augustine's Confessions," Christian ity & Literature
38, no. 3 (1989): 15-31.
15
Retractiones 2.4.1; CSEL 36:137-38; cited in O'Donnell, Confessions, 2:5.
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me, not by others, but by myself; in these contemplate me, and see
what I have been, in myself by myself" [Ibi me inspice, ne me laudes
ultra quam sum, ibi non aliis de me crede sed mihi, ibi me adtende et
uide, quid fuerim in me ipso per me ipsum].1 6
Despite the structural and thematic problems posed by the last
books, it is the ongoing task of criticism to investigate the possible
unity of the work as a whole. The approach I propose is twofold,
involving on the one hand an elaboration of the pattern of exodus as a
structuring device and on the other a consideration of Augustine's
doctrine of reform.

BooK 10: THE

DESERT OF

Exonus

It is a patristic commonplace that in each conversion the pattern
of exodus is reenacted; exodus is a .figura of conversion.17 This commonplace derives partly from St. Paul's consideration of the crossing
of the Red Sea as a type or figure of baptism (r Cor. 10:r-2). Hence
the imagery of death and rebirth, the putting off of the Old Man
in baptism, is conflated with the flight from Egypt and the crossing
of the Red Sea. Commentators medieval and modern have noticed
occasional allusions to this pattern in the Confessions, though it is
never foregrounded and is articulated only obliquely in the text. However, "if Augustine was merely allusive with respect to this figure,

16

Epistolae 231.6; CSEL 57=508-9; cited in O'Donnell, Confessions, 2:5. The translation is by Brown, Augustine ofHippo, 427.
17
A good introduction is Charles S. Singleton's "In Exitu Israel de Aegypto,"
in Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. John Freccero, rn2-21 (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1965). Singleton uses as a point of _d eparture a passage from Dante's letter to Can Grande, in which the poet explains that the exodus
of Israel from Egypt is "in the moral sense, 'the conversion of the soul from the
grief and misery of sin to the state of grace, " ' See Robert S. Haller, ed. and
trans,, Literary Criticism of Dante Alighieri (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1973), 99,
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commentators throughout the Middle Ages were explicit."18 The figure
of conversion as exodus accords fully with Augustine's retrospective
reading of his own conversion in terms of salvation history, with his
commingling of his own narrative with biblical language in such a way
as to show that he has been "formed" [informatus] by the scriptures
(7.20.26), and with the celebration of deliverance inherent in the language of the Psalms, which he cites abundantly. 19 That Augustine
employs the larger theme ofperegrinatio animae (the soul's wandering),
which plays through the whole work like a ground-base, is generally
recognized; but discussions of this unifying theme have considered
other variations than exodus-prodigal son, Odysseus, Aeneas, etc. 20
However, the exodus pattern as a variation on the peregrinatio theme
merits closer attention, particularly because it occurs most clearly in
the central tenth book.
We have seen that a sense of precariousness pervades Book rn, as
the Old Man, whom we thought to have died in the waters of baptism,
intrudes into the experience of the converted New Man. I suggest that
in terms of the exodus pattern this book represents the experience of

Poetics of Conversion, n-12. Freccero notes particularly the relationship
between the desert of exodus and the "region of unlikeness" in medieval commentaries, quoted in Courcelle's chronological catalog of allusions to the "regio dissimilitudinis." See Les Confessions de saint Augustin dans fa tradition Iittiraire (Paris: Etudes
augustiniennes, 1963), Appendix 5.
19 See Georg Knauer, Die Psalmenzitate in den Konfessionen Augustins (Gi:ittingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1955); and Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 174: "It is not
surprising that the Confessions, suffused as they are with a dramatic sense of God's
interventions in Augustine's life, are studded with the language of the Psalms. This
was, in itself, a startling literary innovation; for the first time, a work of self-conscious
literary art had incorporated (and most beautifully), the exotic jargon of the Christian
communities."
20 See Georg Knauer, "Peregrinatio animae: Zur Frage der Einheit der augustinischen Konfessionen," Hermes 85 (1957): 216-48. Knauer's work -has been broadened
and refined by O'Connell (Soundings), whose particular interest is the relation of
peregrinatio animae to neoplatonism. O'Connell gives only passing attention (one
paragraph, 74) to exodus, and that not in relation to the Confessions.
18 Freccero,
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the desert. The dangerous uncertainty of Book IO, which surprises and
unsettles us after the privileged perspective of conversion in Book 8
and baptism in Book 9, can be understood more clearly when compared to Pope Gregory's discussion of the stages of conversion in his
Moralia in lob. Alluding specifically to the exodus pattern, Gregory
writes that God allows a man to be assailed by temptations after his
conversion "lest his very security should later overthrow him'' [ne ipsa
postmodum securitas sternat]: "The Red Sea was already crossed by
his conversion, but enemies still oppose him to his face while in the
wilderness of this present life. We leave already our past sins behind
us like the dead Egyptians. But destructive vices still assail us, as fresh
enemies, to obstruct the way on which we have entered to the land of
promise" [lam quidem per conuersionem Rubrum mare transitum est;
sed adhuc in eremo vitae praesentis ante faciem hostes occurrunt. lam
peccata praeterita uelut extinctos Aegyptios post terga relinquimus; sed
adhuc nocentia uitia, quasi alii hostes obuiant, ut ad terram repromissionis pergentibus coeptum iter intercludant]. 21 Gregory observes that
Christ typified this pattern in that he did not allow Satan to tempt him
until in the wilderness after his baptism; Christ thus showed by his
own example that his followers would have to endure greater temptation after their conversion. Book IO represents, then, the perils of the
desert through which the pilgrim must pass before entering the promised land.
As the desert follows upon the crossing of the Red Sea, so Book IO
follows upon Augustine's account of his conversion and baptism. It is
introduced by the most overt reference to exodus in the text, when
Augustine alludes in the last lines of Book 9 to "that eternal Jerusalem
which your pilgrim people sigh after from their exodus even to their
return" (9.13.37, emphasis added; aeterna Hierusalem, cui suspirat

21

Moralia in lob 34.11.27 (CCL 143B:1206); the anonymous translation is from

Gregory the Great, Morals on the Book of fob (Oxford:

J.

H. Parker, 1844-1850),

J:68-69. Singleton ("In Exitu," 105-6) discusses this passage (quoted from PL 76:301)

in terms of Inferno r.
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peregrinatio populi tui ab exitu usque ad reditum). Between the going
out from and the entry into the promised land-here allegorized as the
heavenly Jerusalem-lies the desert, a perilous wilderness, as he
described it elsewhere, "fearsome and horrifying" [horribile et timendum], from which there seems to be no escape. 22 In Book ro itself
Augustine says that he finds himself in a wilderness, "a vast forest filled
with snares and dangers" (10.35.56; immensa silva plena insidiarum
et periculorum)-an image recalling an earlier reference to the desert
of exodus: "It is one thing to behold from a wooded mountain top the
land of peace and to find no way to it.... It is a different thing to
keep to the way that leads to that land, guarded by the protection of
the heavenly commander" (7.21.27; Et aliud est de silvestri cacumine
videre patriam pacis et iter ad earn non invenire. . . . et aliud tenere
viam illuc ducentem cura caelestis imperatoris munitam). In this
wilderness Augustine encounters temptations, on which he elaborates
under the headings "lust of the flesh," "lust of the eyes," and "pride
of life" (ro.30.4rff.; concupiscentia carnis, concupiscentia oculorum,
superbia vitae). These sins, whose titles derive from r John 2:16,
are the three with which, according to patristic tradition, Satan
tempted Christ in the desert of his own exodus-the forty days in the

22

In Enarrationes in Psalmos, begun before and completed after the Confessions,

Augustine occasionally describes the desert experience. Commenting, for example, on
Psalm 62:8 ("In a desert land without way and without water" [In terra deserta et sine
uia et sine aqua]), he glosses the desert as "this present life" [saeculum istud], then
writes: "O would that there were a way in the desert! Would that man could enter it
and know how to exit from it! He can see no other comforting human figure, can see
no way of being free of the desert.... Evil is the desert, fearsome and horrifying!
And yet, God took pity on us, and made a Way for us in the desert, our Lord Jesus
Christ himself" (CCL 39:798-99; Vtinam uel uiam haberet ipsum desertum! utinam
illuc homo incurrens, uel nosset qua inde exiret! Non uidet hominem ad solatium,
non uidet uiam qua careat deserto .... Malum desertum, horribile et timendum! Et
tamen Deus miseratus est nostri, et fecit nobis uiam in deserto, ipsum Dominum
Iesum Christum). The translation is from O'Connell, Soundings, 83-84.
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wilderness following his baptism. 23 They constitute the snares of the
desert. And finally, Augustine ends Book IO by quoting from Psalm
n8:18: "I will consider the wondrous things of your law" (10.43.70;
considerabo mirabilia de lege tua). This reference to the lawgiving at
Sinai introduces the meditation on the law that comprises the first
chapters of Book IL As Augustine emphasizes: "For a long time I have
burned to meditate upon your law" (n.2.2; et olim inardesco meditari in
lege tua); "Bestow upon us a time for meditation on the hidden things
of your law; do not close up that law against those knocking upon it"
(n.2.3; largire inde spatium meditationibus nostris in abdita legis tuae,
neque adversus pulsantes claudas earn).
Book IO is, therefore, framed by the end of Book 9 and the beginning of Book n with allusions to exodus, to the experience oflsrael in
the desert. Within this frame, in Book IO itself, are further allusions
to the wilderness and the specific categories of temptations that constitute the perils of the desert, categories based upon Christ's temptations in the wilderness as he reenacted exodus, answering each of
Satan's temptations with quotations from Deuteronomy (8:3, 6:13,
6:16). Augustine's own examination of conscience in terms of "lust of
tbe flesh," "lust of the eyes," and "pride of life," therefore, takes place
in the desert of exodus. 24

23

See Augustine's Sermones 205-9, in Quadragesima (PL 38:1039-47), as well as
Sermo 252.11 (PL 38:1178) on Christ's fasting. Augustine makes the connection between
Christ's forty days of fasting, the Israelites' forty years in the wilderness, and the forty
days of Lent: "Thus we, too, in this life, where there is the utmost trouble, where
there is fear, where there are dangers of temptation . .. are led as if through a desert"
[Sic et nos in vita ista, ubi maxima sollicitudo est, ubi timor, ubi pericula tentationum
... quasi per eremum ducimur]. O 'Connell refers to these texts in Soundings, 74.
24
O'Donnell suggests that "Augustine closes the central book of the work with a
passage of such dense eucharistic imagery that it may best be thought of as perhaps
the only place in our literature where a Christian receives the eucharist in the literary
text itself" ( Confessions, 1:x:xxvii; see also O'Donnell's com,mentary on 10.43.70 at
3:245-46). This eucharistic imagery accords also with the evocation of the desert, since
the manna by which God sustained the Israelites is a figure of the eucharistic bread
(see John 6:31, 41, 51; as well as Christ's allusion to bread/manna in response to Satan's
first temptation, Matt. 4:4 and Deut. 8:3).
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THE PROMISED LAND: ETERNAL SABBATH
AND REFORM OF THE

Imago Dei

Just as Book ro represents the desert, the culmination of the exodus
pattern lies in the anticipation of the eternal sabbath, the promised
land of peace, with which the Confessions ends:
But the seventh day is without an evening, and it does not
have a setting, because you have sanctified it to endure for all
eternity, so that by the fact that you rested on the seventh day,
having fulfilled all your works, which are very good, although
you wrought them while still at rest, the voice of your book
may proclaim to us beforehand that we also, after our works,
which are very good because you have given them to us, may
rest in you on the sabbath of eternal life. (13.36.51) 25

This is the goal of the linear movement of exodus, the land of
peace that has been sighted in the distance, the heavenly Jerusalem
after which God's pilgrim people sigh from the moment of their
exodus. But such culmination of this linear pattern does not go very
far toward explaining the structural function of the commentary upon
Genesis that comprises the last three books, except that exodus, like
the creation narrative, moves toward rest.
Augustine's doctrine of reform may help us understand more
clearly the structural function of these three books, especially as they
bear upon the overall autobiographical dimension of the work. This
doctrine, which proceeds from the underlying idea of evil as privation

25 [Dies

autem septimus sine vespera est nee habet occasum, quia sanctificasti eum
ad permansionem sempiternam, ut id, quod tu post opera tua bona valde, quamvis ea
quietus feceris, requievisti septimo die, hoc praeloquatur nobis vox libri tui, quod et
nos post opera nostra ideo bona valde, quia tu nobis ea donasti, sabbato vitae aeternae
requiescamus in te.J This passage looks backward to the beginning and forward to the
end of time; Augustine's use of antimetabole (dies septimusl septimo die) and chiasmus
(septimo dielsabbato vitae aeternae) , in which beginning and end mirror each other as
reverse images, underscores the dual nature of the vision.
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of the good, concerns the means whereby the deformed image of God
in man may be restored. Augustine expounds this doctrine in many of
his writings. In Sermo 43, for example, he says that we must "by some
means resculpt and reform" [resculpere quodam modo et reform are]
the image of God in us; yet to do so lies beyond our own powers: "But
who will be able to do this, unless it be the artist who formed it? We
could deform the image of God in us, but we cannot reform it" [Sed
quis poterit, nisi sit artifex qui formauit? Imaginem in nobis Dei
deformare potuimus, reformare non possumus]. 26 Similar statements
occur in De Trinitate, Enarrationes in Psalmos, De Musica, and elsewhere.27 Deformity, the privation of the image of God through the
fall and through individual sin, is an important motif in the Confessions.
Throughout, Augustine employs a .figura etymologica to show both the
problem and the solution: man is formed in the image (imago or forma)
of God; through the fall that image is deformed (deformatusldeformitas);
it can be restored only by being reformed (reformatus), a process that
involves being shaped (informatus) by the scriptures, transformed
through grace, and finally conformed (conformatus) to Christ. As might
be expected, Augustine speaks first from the perspective of books 1-9
as if this restoration had already occurred: "It has been pleasing in your
sight to reform my deformities" (7.8.12; placuit in conspectu tuo reformare deformia mea). But in the later books reformation of the imago
Dei is no longer an accomplished fact but a hope and a longing (e.g.,
12.16.23, quoted below).
How does this bear on the exodus pattern or explain the Genesis
commentary? The technical distinction between conversion and reform
is suggestive here:
The ideas of religious conversion and of individual spiritual
regeneration through baptism are closely connected, but not

26

27

Sermo 43.3.4; PL 38:255.
See Gerhart Ladner, The Idea of Reform, rev. ed. (New York: Harper & Row,

1967), 184-99.
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identical, with the Christian idea of reform. They may within
Christianity be considered as the all-important foundations of
the reform idea and yet they are distinct from it.... Baptismal
regeneration is instantaneous and nonrepeatable since in it the
Christian shares in the one death and Resurrection of Christ,
which are the fundamental facts of all Christian belief in the
renewal of man. The idea of reform on the contrary contains
as an essential element multiplicity involving prolongation and
repetition. 28

This distinction holds for the Confessions. Regeneration through the
singularity of conversion and baptism gives way to reform as pro_cess.
The narrative strategy shifts; the narrating self finds itself in the
desert. Reform is the task and challenge of the desert, a task that can
be accomplished only through the workings of grace.
Through his exegesis of the creation narrative Augustine returns
to the beginning of time in order to meditate upon the original creation of man in the image of God-in order to discern more clearly
the relationship between that first creation and the eventual recreation in which God's image will be restored:
Although we are well-beloved of your Son, "it has not yet
appeared what we shall be" [r John 3:2]. He looked through
the lattice of the flesh, and he spoke tenderly, and aroused our

28 lbid.,

32. See also Horst Kusch, "Trinitarisches in den Buchern 2-4 und ro-13
des Confessiones," in Festschrift Franz Dornseijf, ed. Horst Kusch, 124-83 (Leipzig:
VEB Bibliographisches lnstitut, 1953), 141-2: "Der durch gratia gewirkte Einsatz der
conversio hat den Charakter der Plotzlichkeit . ... Die darauf einsetzende renovatio
dagegen ist ein langer Prozef?, der 'Genesung . .. .' Der Weg zum homo novus ist also
nicht Sprung, radikaler Tod des homo vetus (wie bei Paulus), sondern allmahliche
Ruckwendung." Kusch sees the Old Man represented in books 2-4 (devoted respectively to pride, curiosity [or lust of the eyes], and lust of the flesh); he finds these
books to be counterbalanced and resolved in books ro-13, which look ahead to the
New Man through renewal of the soul's three parts: memory (Book rn), intellect
(books n-12), and will or love (Book 13).
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love, and we ran after his odor. But "when he shall appear, we
shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is" [1 John
3:2]. As he is, 0 Lord, will be our vision of him, but as yet it
is not given to us. (13-15-18) 29

The relationship between creation and penance in this process of
reform is clearly marked out. Note the language of Genesis 1:2-3 and
the chiastic envelopment of penance by "Let there be light":
We were covered over by the darkness of ignorance ... . But
because your Spirit was borne over the water, your mercy did
not abandon our misery, and you said, "Let there be light. Do
penance. The kingdom of heaven is at hand. Do penance. Let
there be light." (13-12.13) 30

And in another passage, combining Isaiah 1:16-18 and Genesis 1:9-14:
But first "wash yourselves, be clean .. . ," so that the dry land
may appear. "Learn to do good, judge for the fatherless,
defend the widow," so that the earth may bring forth the
nourishing grass and the tree yielding fruit. Come let us discuss it, says the Lord, so that lights may be made in the firmament of the heaven .... (13.19.24) 31

29

[Qyia et nos quamvis filio tuo dilecti sumus, nondum apparuit quod erimus.
attendit per retia carnis et blanditus est et infl.ammavit, et currimus post odorem eius.
sed cum apparuerit, similes ei erimus, quoniam videbimus eum sicuti est. sicuti est,
domine, videre nostrum, quod nondum est nobis.]
30
[Ignorantiae tenebris tegebamur. .. . sed quia spiritus tuus superferebatur super
aquam, non reliquit miseriam nostram rnisericordia tua, et dixisti 'fiat lux'; 'paenitentiam agite, appropinquauit enim regnum caelorum.' 'paenitentiam agite'; 'fiat lux.']
31
['Sed prius lavamini, mundi estote .. . ut appareat arida. discite bonum facere,
iudicate pupillo et iustificate viduam, ut germinet terra herbam pabuli et lignum fructiferum. et venite, disputemus,' <licit dominus, 'ut fiant luminaria in firmamento
caeli .. . .']
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As the end of the exodus pattern is the eternal sabbath prefigured
in the seventh day of creation, so the full reformation of the image of
God is foreshadowed in the original creation. Augustine writes in
Contra Faustum: "On the sixth day, in the book of Genesis, man is
formed according to the image of God; in the sixth age of the world
our reformation becomes manifest ... according to the image of Him
who created us" [Sexto die in Genesi formatur homo ad imaginem
Dei: sexta aetate saeculi manifestatur reformatio nostra ... secundum
imaginem eius, qui creavit nos]. 32
By means of these combined images Augustine has reconciled the
linear movement of exodus with the circular pattern of return, a reditus
through reform to the creation. Exodus and re-creation are joined
together:
Let me sing songs of love to you, groaning with unspeakable
groanings on my pilgrimage, and remembering Jerusalem,
with my heart lifted up towards it, Jerusalem my fatherland,
Jerusalem my mother, and you who are ruler over her. ... I
will not be turned away until out of this scattered and deformed
state you gather all that I am into her peace ... and you conform

and confirm me into eternity, my God, my mercy. (12.16.23,
emphasis added) 33

32

Contra Faustum 12.8; CSEL 2p.336. The passage, which depends perhaps upon
Col. po, is discussed by Ladner (The Idea ofReform, 236), who cites similar references
elsewhere in Augustine's works. Cf Enarrationes in Psalmos 92.1 (CCL 39:1291): "For just
as on the sixth day God made man after his own image, so we find that in the sixth age
the Lord Jesus Christ has come, so that man may be reformed in the image of God"
[Sicut ergo sexto die fecit Deus hominem ad imaginem suam, sic inuenimus sexto
saeculo uenisse Dominum lesum Christum, ut reformaretur homo ad imaginem Dei].
33 [Et cantem tibi amatoria, gemens inenarrabiles gemitus in peregrinatione mea et
recordans Hierusalem extento in earn sursum corde, Hierusalem patriam meam,
Hierusalem matrem meam, teque super earn regnatorem .... et non avertar, donec in
eius pacem .. . conligas totum quod sum a dispersione et deformitate hac et confarmes
atque confirmes in aeternum, deus meus, misericordia mea.] The etymology of
Jerusalem as "vision of peace" (visio pacis) is suggestive here.
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CLOSURE

Structurally, the Confessions comes to rest in a meditation (13.35.51)
looking simultaneously backwards to the Lord's day of rest after the
creation and forwards to the eternal sabbath. Stylistically, the turbulence propelling the pilgrim's restlessness-"Our heart is restless until
it rests in thee" (1.1.1; inquietum est cor nostrum donec requiescat in
te)-comes to rest in the cadence of repeated long, dark vowels (-tur)
within two groups of three passive verbs; and settled regularity is signified in that the first verb of the latter group answers to the first of
the former, second verb to second, and third to third:
et hoc intellegere quis hominum dabit homini? quis angelus
angelo? quis angelus homini? a te petatur, in te quaeratur, ad
te pulsetur: sic, sic accipietur, sic invenietur, sic aperietur.
(13.38.53; emphasis added) 34

Yet colometry and prose rhythm (numerus) reveal that, even in
this evocation of rest, there is urgency, intensity, expectatio.
et hoc intelligere
quis hominum dabit

(molossus + anapest)

I

hi5mini

(trochee+ paean quartus)

2

quis angelus

ingelo

(dactyl+ cretic)

3

quis angelus
a
te
in te

hi5mini

(trochee + paean quartus)
(dichoreus [Asiatic clausula])

4

petitur
quaeratur

(spondee + molossus)

5
6

pulsetur

(spondee + molossus)

7

accip'ietur
inven'ietur

(dactyl+ spondee [heroic clausula]) 8

sic
sic

aper'ietur

ad
sic

34

te
sic

-

~

X

(dactyl+ spondee [heroic clausula]) 9
(paean primus + spondee)
IO

[What man will give it to a man to understand this? What angel will give it to
an angel? What angel to a man? From you let it be asked. In you let it be sought. At
your door [lit. at you] let it be knocked for. Thus, thus it will be received, thus it will
be found, thus it will be opened.]
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The rapidity of the first period (1-4) is assured by brachylogy; by
the accent falling on a short syllable in three of the four cola (1, 2, 4);
and by the flurries of short syllables themselves, the longest sequences
of which appear, and are thus emphasized, in the identical clausulae
at 2 and 4 . The urgent desperation of this period is transformed
into solemn certainty by what follows (5-10), as the text moves
from man and angels (1- 4) to God (5-7), and from triple question
to answer. Accent now falls invariably on a long syllable. The
transition from tentativeness to certainty is replicated in the shift
from subjunctive (5-7) to indicative verbs (8-ro); the two triplets are
linked by homoioteleuton at 7-8, which also bridges the isocola
of 5- 7 and 9-10. The threefold repetition of te (5-7) evokes the
Trinity, around which the last three books are structured.35 Preposition
and case are varied, and the prepositions move from a backward
motion (a), across a stationary fulcrum (in), to a forward motion (ad):
so, just before, Augustine's final meditation had looked back to creation and ahead to the eternal sabbath. The alliterative repetition of
te, combined with the t's of petatur, is onomatopoetic, reproducing
the sound of knocking as the sequence builds toward and resolves in
pulsetur (7). Balancing, then overmatching, the threefold te is the fourfold sic, where the figures of geminatio in line 8 and repetitio in 8-ro,
as typically of such repetition, signify the increasing intensity of
the speaker's passion and the passion designed to be invoked from the

35 See

Kusch ("Trinitarisches") who considers the final books to be built upon
Trinitarian ideas; also O'Donnell ( Confessions, 3:251), who assigns each of the three
books to a different member of the Trinity: Book n to "the God of eternity," Book 12
to "the God of the Word," and Book 13 to "the God who acts through the church."
Analogous to Augustine's use ofTrinity and knocking (Matt. 77) is the first quatrain of
Donne's Holy Sonnet ro (emphasis added):
Batter my heart, three-personed God; for You
As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend;
That I may rise and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend
Your force, to break, blow, burn, and make me new.
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audience. 36 Lines 5-IO all close with two long syllables, but the rhythm
places long and short syllables for careful effect. Long syllables dominate in 5-7 (only one short), so that the rhythms of 6 and 7 are identical, every syllable being long. Likewise identical are the rhythms of
8 and 9, but the pace quickens, each colon having two short syllables.
Finally, in IO, the three short syllables rising to the final long syllables indicate sudden motion-urgent, hopeful agitation. Qyintilian
had observed that a sequence of short and then long syllables is acer,
sharp, sudden, piercing, as the sounds rise up (insurgunt). 37 Thus
deployed by Augustine, rhythm informs paradox. His work, coming to
its close, opens.
With Book IO, Augustine displaced the tidy ending provided by
his conversion, the clarity and privileged perspective of the Pauline
New Man, and entered the uncertainty of the desert. Having abandoned the safety of the conversion paradigm for a precarious openendedness, he needed to find a new means of closure, one in which
the flux of temporality could be stilled and the wandering self find
rest. His solution lay in going back to the beginning, not so much to

36 Qyintilian

9.3.28-29: "For words too can be doubled, either for the sake of
emphasis ... (the first instance says a thing, the second affirms it), ... or for the sake
of evoking compassion .... Like geminatio, but after some words intervening, is
repetitio, which is even a little more urgent" [Nam et verba geminantur, vel amplificandi gratia ... (alterum est enim quod indicat, alterum quod adfirmat), ... vel
miserandi .... Similis geminationis post aliquam interiectionem repetitio est, sed
paulo etiam vehementior].
37
Qyintilian 9.4.91-92: "Accordingly, long syllables have the most authority and
weight, short syllables the most speed: if short syllables are mixed with some long, they
run; if unmixed, they leap forth. Acer are those that rise up from short to long, milder
that descend from long to short" [Plurimum igitur auctoritatis ... et ponderis habent
longae, celeritatis breves: quae si miscentur quibuscum longis, currunt, si continuantur,
exultant. Acres quae ex brevibus ad longas insurgunt, leniores quae a longis in breves
descendunt].

George S. Tate

21

the beginning of his own text (though that too )38 as to the beginning
of God's text, the narrative of creation, in which God made man in
his own image. This reditus ad caput 39 suggested a shift of mode from
reflective narrative interwoven with scriptural language to exegetical
meditation upon scriptural narrative-meditation governed by a central question: how can the imago Dei be restored?
In a famous enigma, the Greek physician Alkmeon said: "Men
die because they cannot join the beginning and the end." 40 The ingenuity of Augustine's ending is that he has done just that; the rounding
of form into wholeness suggests and anticipates the restored imago
Dei and the eternal sabbath for which Augustine longs. Here indeed
is closure, the formal solution to the generic problem. But closure
opens upon eternity. Sic aperietur.

38

Commenting on the last lines (13 .38.53), O'Donnell notes that the passage
echoes the beginning (r.r.1 and r.r.5); he then observes: "Confessio and inquisitio end
with questions still on the table, and the same assurance (from Mt. 7:7) that marked
the opening of the work. What has changed between the first page and this?"
( Confessions, 3:420-21).
39 Cf. Sermo 259.2 (PL 38:n98), "Tune velut ad caput reditur."
40
Alkmeon, fr. 2; in Aristotle Problems 17.3. The aphorism is discussed by Frank
Kermode in The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1966), 4.
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